This study describes nonstandard syntactic and morphological forms used by 45 poor, urban, 4-to 5.5-year-old African American boys and girls. Distributional analyses revealed three subgroups distinguished by the percentage frequencies of occurrence of utterances containing specific forms, and by the predominant types used by each group. Implications for characterizing the linguistic productions of young African American children are discussed.
forms as African American adults in their communities. Since these early reports, however, few empirical studies have appeared that systematically address language use or acquisition in children who are speakers of AAE. Two notable exceptions are the works by Stockman and Vaughn-Cooke (Stockman & Vaughn-Cooke, 1982 Stockman, 1984) and Nelson (Nelson, 1993; Nelson & Hyter, 1990) . The former applied Bloom and Lahey's (1978) content-form-use analysis and the latter Lee's (1974) Developmental Sentence Scoring to the language analysis of young African American children. Both of these applications would be improved, however, if information about typical AAE form use by children of this population were available. Other studies of AAE use by children have been preliminary in nature or unpublished (Blake, 1984; Bridgeforth, 1984; Cole, 1980; Kovac, 1980; Reveron, 1978; Steffensen, 1974; Stokes, 1976) .
Comparing the linguistic productions of young children to an adult model has merits when no other starting point is available. Early scholars in child language used Chomsky's theory of transformational grammar (1957) as a starting point and identified what young children were doing the same or differently (Brown, 1973; Brown, Cazden, & Bellugi, 1968 / 1973 Klima & Bellugi, 1966 /1973 Lee, 1974; McNeill, 1970; Miller & Ervin-Tripp, 1964 /1973 . Bloom and Lahey (1978) described this adult-driven approach to studying language as an "etic" approach that accords the researcher initial access into the child's language system. Miller and Ervin-Tripp (1964/1973) suggested that before it is possible to describe the development of grammar in children, it is necessary to understand the characteristics of language used by adults, because the adult model represents the eventual outcome of the child's development. By implication, a first step in investigating AAE would be to make comparisons to an adult model.
Describing childrens' language use and development based entirely upon the adult model, however, results in an incomplete and perhaps misleading picture of the young child's abilities (Bloom & Lahey, 1978 ). Children's linguistic productions represent a unique system governed by its own rules, which may or may not be present in the adult language system. Bloom and Lahey (1978) suggested that in order to truly characterize the child's knowledge, it is necessary to progress to an "emic" approach, in which the child's own linguistic competency becomes the focus rather than the child's abilities relative to an adult model. Bloom and Lahey propose a transitional set of analyses, an etic-emic approach, in which a priori adult behaviors define the analysis system, but the unique distributional properties of children's usage are the descriptive outcome. Whereas the adult model is still the starting point, it is the eventual endpoint that has changed. The goal is to define the child's linguistic performance on the basis of trends or patterns identified that exist apart from those presented by an adult model. The earliest attempts at describing child language using an etic-emic analysis demonstrated the power of this approach (Bloom & Lahey, 1978; Braine, 1963; McNeill, 1970) .
The purpose of this investigation was to begin to characterize the linguistic productions of 4-and 5-year-old African American children based upon the distributional relationships of AAE forms identified from the extant literature for adults. Specifically, this investigation focuses upon characterizing syntactic and morphological dialect forms identified in the subjects' connected speech.
The following research questions were posed. 1. What percentage of utterances in the language samples of low-income African American preschoolers contain selected AAE forms?
2. How many different AAE forms characterized the samples of each of the subjects?
3. How common are the AAE forms across subjects?
Method

Subjects
The subjects were 45 urban, African American preschool boys and girls from low-income households. Children in this investigation ranged from approximately 4 to 5.5 years of age. Children of these ages were selected because Cole (1980) failed to find substantial AAE use in children 3 years of age and younger and suggested that this was due to their linguistic immaturity. Further, preschoolers were selected because there is little information available about this age group and because they should still be relatively free from the effects of formal exposure to SE that is represented by classroom instruction.
All of the children were enrolled in the same "at risk" preschool program in a Metropolitan Detroit area public school system. Several criteria were used by the school system to establish a child's "at risk" status. These included low family income, which was verified using documents obtained from the State Department of Social Services. None of the children were medically at-risk, and based upon teacher reports all were functioning appropriately in the classroom and were not receiving special education services.
The preschool program in which the subjects were enrolled consisted of 396 children, 250 of whom were African American. The preschool was operated using a traditional half-day preschool model. Subjects were randomly selected from both the morning and afternoon preschool classes.
All of the subjects in this study were part of a larger project in which additional children participated. Twenty-eight of the African American children enrolled in the preschool were characterized by the teachers as "poor communicators" in the classroom, and they participated in a different data collection procedure (see Washington & Craig, 1992a for additional information about this subset). The remainder were stratified by gender and then randomly selected until a sample of 62 children were identified who were not considered poor communicators and had unremarkable medical histories. One male child was subsequently removed from the sample after a teacher reported that despite the absence of clinical records, fetal alcohol syndrome was suspected by the school social worker. Of the 61 potential preschoolers identified in this manner, freeplay language samples were available for analysis from 45 subjects. Three potential subjects were lost because of a lack of responsiveness in that context. Samples were unavailable from the other po-tential subjects because of subject attrition or a noisy recording environment on one day of data collections. Each of the 45 subjects passed a bilateral hearing screening at 25dB for 500, 1000, and 4000 Hz (ANSI, 1969) administered before data collection.
Informal observation of the preschool environment revealed that the teachers used SE during classroom instruction. However, the teachers' aides, who were the childrens' parents or grandparents, used AAE when interacting with the children, suggesting that AAE was typically used by family members when interacting with the children.
Data Collection
The data collection protocol involved collecting an approximately 20-min language sample from each child during freeplay. This was part of a larger sampling procedure that included collection of an approximately 10-min more structured language sample of each child describing a set of 10 action pictures.
The order of administration of each of these was randomly determined for each subject. Inspection of the outcomes of this project revealed that the data trends were unaffected by the order in which the children participated in these sampling contexts.
The freeplay language samples were collected during adult-child discourse in a classroom at the preschool. The examiners were three African American female adults, who were users of both SE and AAE. The examiners' ability to code-switch between the use of SE and AAE was observed during informal interactions with African American adults before data collection. Each examiner was instructed to use AAE forms while interacting with the subjects. Transcription of the adult and child utterances revealed that the examiners used AAE forms during the freeplay data collections.
The language samples were audio-recorded using a Sharp professional audiorecorder with an internal microphone. The adult and child wore Telex wireless lapel microphones as well so that the child was able to move freely around the play area. Three different action toy sets were presented to each subject and, in order to ensure a comparable level of interest across subjects, s/he was instructed to choose one set with which to play during the freeplay interaction. The toy sets were (a) Barbie and Ken dolls with a Burger King play set; (b) Ghostbuster action figures, cars, and equipment; and (c) the Fisher-Price School set. The play sessions produced approximately 15 hours of interaction and 4,052 total utterances for analysis.
Scoring and Data Analysis
Each child's language sample was transcribed first in draft form by project staff and then checked for accuracy by one of the experimenters who was African American and familiar with AAE. The childrens' discourse was segmented into utterances that were defined as any production determined to be independent on the basis of intonation and pause patterns (Miller, 1981) . Utterances consisted of both single and multiword productions, including stereotypic acknowledgments such as "uh huh" or "mm hm." Each child's utterances were examined and scored for the presence of 17 morphological and syntactic AAE forms. Consistent with the etic-emic approach described by Bloom and Lahey (1978) , adult AAE forms that have been described in the literature were used as a starting point for examination of the childrens' utterances. The transcripts were examined further for the presence of dialectal forms that have not been discussed in the adult literature. Distributional analyses were then performed in order to identify patterns of AAE form use by these child subjects.
Each form and an example are presented in Table 1 . Examples of utterances containing comparable lexical items that were not scored as AAE are also presented where appropriate.
Three lexical items that have not been discussed in the adult literature were included in the scoring taxonomy. These were abbreviated pronunciations of "fixing to," "supposed to," and "about to," respectively. Each functioned as a way to code imminent action: fitna (e.g., "she fitna backward flip"), sposeta (e.g., "when does it sposeta go"), bouta (e.g., "they bouta drown or something"). It was interesting also that when these linguistic forms were used to express imminent action, the phonetic shape of the utterances was distinctive, so that the forms fitna, sposeta, and bouta were spoken as catenatives. Examples of utterances that were not scored for this AAE form included "they fixin the house," "what are we supposed to do to that," "what about they lunch."
It was possible for AAE forms to co-occur in an utterance. Of the utterances that contained AAE forms, 611 had only one and 92 contained form co-occurrences. All tokens were scored regardless of the number of types they reflected; a type analysis was performed separately. Following are two examples of utterances in which more than one type occurred. The scoring for each utterance is indicated in parentheses. In the second example the same type (deletion of auxiliary) was used twice in the same utterance and was scored accordingly.
"them people waitin' on the bus" "people gettin on a elevator and people gettin off of it" (undifferentiated pronoun case; zero auxiliary) (zero auxiliary; indefinite article; zero auxiliary) Some utterances containing zero AAE forms could have been scored using alternative AAE forms, depending upon the examiner's interpretive gloss. In these instances the contiguous discourse was used to select one interpretation over another. In the following example, zero "ing" was scored in the second utterance because either present or past tense seemed possible but the preceding utterance was in the present progressive form.
"and it's a squirrel runnin' around" "and it's a kid open up a case"
Reliability. Ten percent of the utterances of every subject were randomly selected for retranscription. Point-to-point Reflexive pronouns "himself" and "themselves" are expressed by "hissef" and "theyself" Indefinite article "a" regardless of vowel context Appositive pronoun Both a pronoun and a noun reference the same person or object Remote past "been" "been" is used to mark action in the remote past. ("Hi, what you been doing" is an example of an utterance containing "been" that was not AAE form.) "the bridge out" "how you do this" "what do this mean" fitna: "she fitna backward flip" sposeta: "when does it sposeta go" bouta: "this one bouta go in the school" "why she ain't comin?" "him did and him" "I don't got no brothers"
"he hit the man car" "kids just goin' to walk to they school" "and this car crash" "and then them fall"
"and the lady is sleep" "and this one be flying up in the sky" "if he be drunk I'm taking him to jail" "now my turn shoot you" "ghost are boys" "I'm is the last one ridin on" "he stands by hisself" "Branda had to play for a hour, didn't he?" "the teacher she's goin' up here" no examples of this form were found *With the exception of fitna/sposeta/bouta, which was identified from the transcripts, the list of AAE forms was compiled from the following sources : Taylor, 1988; Fasold, 1981; Baratz, 1969; Wolfram, 1971; Dillard, 1972; Stewart, 1978; Taylor & Peters, 1976; Wolfram & Fasold, 1974 inter-rater reliability was high at 95% agreement for utterance segmentation, and 87% for morpheme counts. Ten percent of the samples were then randomly identified for re-scoring and all utterances in these samples were re-scored. Inter-rater scoring reliability was also high at 96% for agreement on the presence of an AAE form, and 87% for specification of the AAE form.
Results
Of the total utterances for all subjects, 703 (17%) contained an AAE form. The level of AAE, defined as the percentage frequencies of occurrence of utterances containing at least one AAE form, varied considerably across subjects, from 0 to 39%. Visual inspection of the data suggested the presence of two or three subgroups of AAE users: those who used nonstandard forms infrequently and those who exhibited moderate to high levels of AAE use across utterances.
In order to help distribute the data in a systematic way, a hierarchical cluster analysis with complete linkage (Johnson, 1967) was applied to the data using Systat N (Wilkinson, 1988) . Cluster analysis is a multivariate analysis procedure designed to detect natural groupings in data. It is an exploratory procedure that groups subjects using the distance-based "nearest neighbor" criterion (Woods, Fletcher, & Hughes, 1986) . The results of this analysis supported the initial impression that the data distributed into three distinct groups of AAE users. A scatterplot of the cases with the groups outlined is displayed in Figure 1 .
The first group, a High AAE-user group (n = 12), exhibited levels of AAE forms that ranged from 24 to 39%; the second group (n = 19), designated the Moderate AAE-user group, ranged from 13 to 21%; and the third group, the Low AAE-user group, consisted of subjects (n = 14) whose levels of AAE ranged from 0 to 11% (see Table 2 ).
A one-way ANOVA of arcsine transformed percentage frequencies of occurrence was applied to the data to confirm that the three groups of AAE-users performed differently. As expected, the results revealed a statistically significant difference between the groups in the percentage of AAE forms produced across utterances [F (42) = 55.9, p < .01]. A Tukey HSD post hoc analysis confirmed that the differences among all the groups were significant (p < .01).
The three groups were examined for similarities or differences in performance and subject status that might further explain group membership. Pearson product-moment correlations were calculated for each group in order to determine whether the age of the subjects or variations in opportunities due to differences in utterance corpora significantly influenced group memberships. The results revealed a nonsignificant correlation between amount of AAE and age (r = .12, p > .05) or utterance opportunities (r = .16, p > .05). An independent t-test was calculated to determine whether the amount of AAE was influenced by gender. Three independent t-tests of arcsine transformed percentages revealed that the relationship between these two variables was statistically nonsignificant in each group [High-User: t (10) = 2.06, p > .05; Moderate-User: t (17) = 1.44, p > .05; Low-User: t (12) = 0.33, p > .05].
The above analyses used tokens as their base. Types of AAE were also examined. The number of different AAE types used by the subjects ranged from 0 to 7, with a mean of 4.3 and a standard deviation of 1.9. There was no direct relationship between the number of different types used and the percentage of utterances containing AAE forms in the language sample overall. For example, the subject with the highest percentage of AAE forms in his sample (39%) produced 7 different types, whereas another subject whose sample contained only 17% also produced 7 different types.
The groups did differ, however, in the distributions of the 17 AAE types. (See Table 3 .) This was determined by calculating the percentage frequencies of occurrence of each type within groups and then comparing the results across groups. In the High AAE-User group and the Moderate AAE-User group two types, zero copula/auxiliary and subject-verb agreement, were produced by all subjects. These two types were also the most prominent types produced in the Low AAE-User group. However, approximately one-quarter of the subjects in this group did not produce these two types at all. Further, two additional types, fitna/sposeta/bouta and ain't, were produced by half of the subjects in the High AAE-User group. The other types occurred with varying frequencies across groups. One type, remote past been, was not produced by any of the subjects in this investigation. The use of fitna, sposeta, and boutato code imminent action, a type not drawn from the adult literature, was evident by subjects in all three AAE User groups.
Discussion
This study examined syntactic and morphological aspects of the productions of young African American children. The most striking aspect of the data was the wide variation across individuals observed both for the percentage frequencies of utterances containing AAE forms (0-39%) and the number of different form types (0-7).
Both amounts of AAE (percentage frequencies occurring within utterances) and types of AAE (number of different forms used per subject) related to subject groupings. Three distinctive clusters of subjects were apparent using exploratory multivariate techniques that yielded statistically significant groupings for amounts of AAE. These groupings were distinctive from each other in terms of types as well as AAE tokens. The three subgroups can be characterized as follows.
High AAE-User Group. The subjects' samples included AAE tokens in 24 to 39% of utterances. Two AAE types were produced by every subject in this group: zero copula/auxiliary and subject-verb agreement.
Moderate AAE-User Group. Their samples included AAE tokens in 13 to 21% of utterances. Zero copula/auxiliary and subject verb agreement were also produced by all of the subjects in this group.
LowAAE-User Group. They used AAE tokens in 0 to 11% of their utterances. Although zero copula/auxiliary and subject-verb agreement were the most frequent types used by these subjects as well, approximately one quarter of the group never used them.
It is interesting that two AAE types were produced by all of the subjects in two of the AAE-User groups, and by only three quarters of subjects in the third group. In addition, two more AAE types, ain't and fitna/sposetalbouta, were produced by at least half of the subjects in the High AAE-User group. No feature reached or exceeded the 50% mark in the other two groups except zero copula/auxiliary and subject-verb agreement. The present study provides no clear explanation for these differences in distribution of types. Perhaps zero copula/auxiliary and subject-verb agreement have more opportunities to occur given that they operate on simple sentence structures and are subcomponents of major verb constituents. Although the design of the present study controlled for opportunities in a general sense by converting numbers of AAE forms to percentages of utterances, no such controls were possible for the specific types. Future research that probes specific form-function relationships will be necessary to examine the role of relative opportunities as a potential explanation.
The zero copula/auxiliary and subject-verb agreement were also the most frequent forms observed in some of our previous work with other children. Craig and Washington (1986) examined turn-taking behaviors by six normally developing African American 4-year-old boys and girls from middle socioeconomic status (MSES) backgrounds. All six children used these same two types of AAE as their primary forms during connected speech. The predominance of these types of AAE forms for children of different socioeconomic status (SES) suggests that these forms may be basic to the linguistic system and may not be susceptible to differences in subject status. In contrast, however, Ratusnik and Koenigsknecht (1976) found that SES did influence amounts of AAE in children's discourse. However, the majority of AAE types investigated were phonological rather than syntactic or morphological. Perhaps SES affects only specific types of AAE use. It will be important for future research to examine types of AAE for systematic differences related to SES.
Nonlinguistic variables may be contributing to individual differences as well. In the present study, chronological age and gender were found to be unrelated to individual subject variations, but other status variables may be involved that are unknown at this time. Terrell and Terrell (1993) suggested that there might be a "continuum" of AAE use that is influenced by contextual and status variables, such as age, geographic location, income, occupation, and education. It is unclear whether these variables might have influenced group membership in this investigation and, if so, to what extent. The identification of three distinct clusters of AAE users, however, lends empirical support to Terrell and Terrell's continuum hypothesis. Although the subjects were grouped into clusters statistically, their use of AAE tokens can be characterized as representing a continuum of AAE use that ranged from 0 to 39%. In this sense, the clusters may represent subgroupings on a continuum, and each subject's relative order within this continuum may be influenced by other unknown status variables. This research design controlled some possibilities noted in previous literature, particularly subject differences in SES (Ratusnik & Koenigsknecht, 1976) , general exposure to SE (Bountress, 1983) , and the geographic location of the subjects (Cole & Taylor, 1990; Washington & Craig, 1992a) , but others await investigation.
The identification of three distinctive groups in this investigation raises interesting questions about how best to conceptualize the linguistic system used by African Americans. The various terms (e.g., "black English" and "black dialect") that have been used to refer to this linguistic system imply two different theoretical viewpoints. The terms "(Black) English" and "ebonics" suggest a separate language that shares so few rules with English that it can be characterized as a qualitatively different language system (Bailey & Maynor, 1989; Taylor, 1988; Wolfram, 1987) . The term "(Black) dialect," on the other hand, assumes a variation from English that shares most of its rules but also contains systematic differences (Taylor, 1988) .
What evidence is there in the present investigation to support the theoretical perspective that AAE use reflects a dialect? One kind of evidence might be systematic use of nonstandard forms but in a distributional relationship with SE such that the SE forms predominate. Another kind of evidence might be special linguistic constraints on the use of lexical items common to the two linguistic systems. Most subjects (92%) were either Moderate or Low AAE-users so that just over a third of their utterances involved forms that were different from SE. Therefore most utterances reflected SE, in distributional terms suggestive of a dialectal variation. Forms to express imminent action that have not been discussed in the literature for adults and adolescents were used by the children in this sample and expressed by the lexical items fitna, sposeta, and bouta. Fitna, sposeta, and bouta were apparently abbreviated forms of "fixin' to," "supposed to," and "about to," respectively. The subjects' language samples also contained examples of "fixin," "about," and "supposed to" that were more consistent with SE-usage, as in the following utterances: "The people fixin' the house up with wood." "You talkin' about the door?" and "What are we supposed to do about that?" Whereas the use of these forms in SE is clearly different from that represented by imminent action, these examples indicated that the SE uses of these individual lexical items were also a part of the childrens' repertoires. The special way in which subjects used fitna/ sposeta/bouta to code imminent action provides additional support to the view that AAE is not a deficient imitation of SE but has its own linguistic properties.
Although forms to express imminent action as used by the subjects in this study have not been specified in the literature for this population, Nelson and Hyter (1990) noted the use of fitna by children in their subject sample. More than half of Nelson and Hyter's subjects resided in the same midwestern state in which our subjects resided. It is possible, therefore, that these forms represent a regional dialectal usage. It is also possible, however, that because the literature does not discuss the productions of young African American children these are unique child forms. Future research that focuses upon specific feature use in young children should explore this further.
On the other hand, what evidence is there in the present investigation to support the idea that AAE use reflects more than a dialect-in particular, a qualitatively different language system? The systematic relationship between the AAE groups and the types of forms characterizing use by members of each group are consistent with the theoretical interpretation of a distinct language system. Further examination of both qualitative and quantitative aspects of AAE forms is necessary to inform future linguistic theory development.
One type of AAE not observed in the samples of any of these subjects is the remote past been, as described by Taylor (1988) and Wolfram (1971) . Unfortunately, not only is descriptive information lacking for African American children, but information about language acquisition is lacking as well. It is not clear whether this AAE form is an early or late acquisition. Perhaps it was not used by the subjects in this study because it had not yet been acquired. Another possibility, however, is that the freeplay context did not require use of the remote past and the complete absence of "been" was due to sampling error. Future research will be needed to replicate the current findings and to explore developmental constraints on specific form use.
Overall, the methodology used in this investigation was successful in characterizing linguistic productions in a sample of low-income, urban, African American children. The patterns that were identified using a distributional analysis could not have been predicted from the extant literature. This methodology is recommended, therefore, in future research examining language production in this population.
